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From left to right:
Jayne O’Connor ’17,
Jessica Gill ’18,
Jason Gunning ’18 and
Andrew Plewinski ’18

Seeking justice globally
students can aﬀord to follow their passion
with a little ﬁnancial help
hey ranged from western new york to Canada to Kenya. they

T

worked with judges, in other government positions, or with nonproﬁts. they wrote and researched and observed and advocated.

what all of these school of law students had in common was that they

spent the summer working in the public interest, and did it with the
support of the Buﬀalo Public Interest law Program and other sponsored
fellowships.
more than two dozen fellowships
were awarded for summer 2016.
They paid a stipend so that students
could aﬀord to work where their
passion called them, in placements
that are typically unpaid.
Conversations with a handful of
them reveal a breadth of learning
and practice that goes beyond any
law school classroom – and a
renewed commitment to the radical
empathy that a good lawyer needs in
order to pursue justice.
for Jayne o’Connor ’17, her
internship at Prisoners’ Legal
Services of New York, in Buﬀalo,
enabled her to dig deeply into the
issue of the overuse of solitary
conﬁnement in prisons. The agency
is preparing the complaint for a
major case it plans to bring on the
issue, arguing – consistent with a
United Nations pronouncement –
that solitary conﬁnement of more
than 15 days constitutes torture.
Currently, she says, “there is no
limit on the length of time you can
spend in solitary conﬁnement. a lot
of people go in there for 20, 30, even
40 years.” That has serious mental
health consequences, o’Connor says.
Her work, sponsored by a Buﬀalo

Human rights Center fellowship,
involved editing and fact-checking
the complaint, as well as client
correspondence on this and other
issues.
Two thousand miles away, Jessica
Gill ’18 had a similar clientele as a
legal intern at the west Coast Prison
Justice Society in her native
Vancouver, British Columbia. The
work involved ﬁelding phone calls
from inmates and advocating for
their concerns, from petty gripes to
major issues like corrections oﬃcers
overstepping their authority. for
example, she tried to help some
opioid-addicted inmates get access to
the addiction-ﬁghting drug
Suboxone.
“The media always portray
people in prison as those who have
done bad and are being punished,”
Gill says. “But prisoner rights are a
big thing that keep getting pushed
aside.
“They’re still people. Yes, some of
them have done horrendous things,
but a lot of people have just made a
mistake.”
Back in Buﬀalo, Jason Gunning
’18 worked with clients as a legal
intern in the federal Public
Defender’s oﬃce for the western

District of New York. Gunning, a
former teacher who has two masters
degrees, came to law school partly
because he was interested in fourth
amendment issues and wanted “not
just to talk about those issues but do
something about them.”
In helping to defend clients
accused of federal crimes, he
did just that. “we did a lot of work
dealing with suppression issues –
was the warrant valid, what were the
circumstances?” he says.
additionally, he worked on other
aspects of a federal criminal case as
well: “I got the opportunity to work
on a sentencing memo, so I talked to
the client, looked at the presentencing report, and wrote asking
the court to be as equitable as
possible.”
His classmate Andrew
Plewinski ’18 saw another side of
federal court, as a judicial intern in
the oﬃce of Hon. richard J. arcara,
U.S. District Court for the western
District of New York. working with
arcara’s two court clerks, Plewinski
exercised his skills in legal research
and writing, helping to draft memos
to the judge and doing the diﬃcult
but vital work of proofreading and
checking citations.
“In law school, there’s one issue
we write about for a whole semester,”
he says. “This was multiple cases and
multiple issues every week. Judge
arcara has a very busy court.
Probably one of the biggest
takeaways was that the skill of being
clear and convincing, both in oral
presentation and in writing, is
invaluable.”
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